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Three recent books on Laods belp

illuminate big changes in a small, quiet country

REA HANDBOOKS from the Federal

Research Division of the US Li-

brary of Congress used to be a

series of heavy, dark-green
bound volumes dense with text and
facts—which were always heavily biased
in favor of the US government and often
became obsolete after only a few years
on the shelves. This reviewer has bought
many volumes from the series for only a
few dollars in second-hand book shops,
where they ended up when libraries were
cleaned out of old material.

The new look of the Area Handbook
series is therefore most welcome: a bright
white cover, drawings, photographs,
charts, and maps. The text has also be-
come more readable. Rather than lectur-
ing the reader about the merits of US for-
eign policy and the devious designs of all
its opponents, this new volume about
Laos (Laos: A Country Study, edited by
Andrea Matles Savada, Library of Con-
gress) discusses issues, presents different
points of view and is, by and large, an
extremely informative reference book
about a litfle-known country. Hopefully,
these new-style volumes will not end up in
the book boxes at the annual Ploenchit
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Fair in Bangkok, but get the attention
which they actually deserve.

With so few books about Laos being
published these days (other than coffee
table books), the new Area Handbook is
needed, especially when the country is
opening up to foreign investment and
tourism. The book covers Laos’s history
from the early years of civilization to the
situation today, while also examining
government and politics, society, the envi-
ronment, and the economy.

But the Area Handbook also has serious
limitations inherent in the very nature of
the volume: It is supposed to cover all as-
pects of Laos in about three hundred
pages. Thus, Australian anthropologist
Grant Evans's detailed and scholarly study
of Lao peasant society, Lao Peasants Un-
der Socialism and Post-Socialism (Silk-
worm Books), is a necessary complement
for anyone who wants to fully understand
today’s problems and challenges—and es-
pecially why socialism failed in Laos. Mr
Evans, who is based in Hong Kong, also
goes far beyond the “kings and wars” ap-
proach to history of the Area Handbook
by looking into society’s undercurrents—
forces which actually shape history.

The strongest chapter in Mr Evans’s
book is an analysis of Lao peasant econo-
my and society versus collective economy.
He challenges traditional views, vigorous-
ly promoted by Marxist rulers who want-
ed to collectivize agricultural economies
by claiming that there is a cooperative
nature in rural societies, an argument
which would lead to the nofion that so-
cialist policies are in harmony with tradi-
tional peasant practice.

Mr Evans argues convincingly that all
peasant economies have their own irre-
ducible logic and rationality whereas
state-imposed collectivization actually up-
sets established patterns of kinship, loyal-
ties, and traditional cooperative bonds.
Almost universal opposition among rural
communities to superimposed collectiviza-
tion campaigns throughout history proves
this point: be it in the Soviet Union of the
1920s, China of the early 1950s, or Viet-
nam of the late 1950s.

In fact, he says, this was the reason why
Laos’s communists had to abandon social-
ism to become crusaders for capitalism.
They had to save the regime and preserve
its perhaps most important accomplish-
ment since it came to power in 1975: the
national unity which it managed to create
among an ethnically and socially diverse
population for the first time in centuries.

The late Kaysone Phomvihane, the
founder of the present regime in Laos and
a revolutionary veteran, actually took the
initiative in the late 1980s to modernize
the Lao economy: Rural cooperatives
were disbanded, small-scale state enter-
prises wer® sold to private entrepreneurs,
and foreign investment was encouraged.
It is, as Mr Evans points out, the regimes
in countries such as Laos—and China
and Vietnam—which have survived, not
socialism.

In the case of Laos, the irony may be
that one lasting achievement of communist
rule apart from forging national unity has
been thgcreotion of a new elite commit-
ted to capitalist modernization. Laos’s ex-
periment with socialism from 1975 until
the late 1980s effectively broke the stifling
power of old feudal structures and paved
the way for a new, more modern society,
albeit one with some remaining socialist
characteristics such as a single-party po-
litical system.

Consequently, Laos today says it prac-
tices “market socialism,” essentially pri-
vate enterprise controlled by state direc-
tives. This may sound like another para-



dox, but in a Lao context it seems to
work, and if the alternative is to be com-
pletely free-wheeling capitalism, the
government apparently feels that Laos
would be danger of losing its indepen-
dence to the much more powerful eco-
nomic interests of its much richer and
more populous neighbours.

Kaysone the erstwhile communist revo-
lutionary is still being worshipped as a
national hero in Laos, but now as
Kaysone the patriot, nation builder, and
architect of radical reform policies. So-
cialism has come and gone in Laos. In or-
der to understand why and how this hap-
pened, Mr Evans’s book is indispensable.

Martin Stuart-Fox’s most recent book,
Buddhist Kingdom, Marxist State: The
Making of Modern Laos (White Lotus), is
also a valuable contribution to the study
of the country. Mr Stuart-Fox’s approach
to the problems of modern Laos differs
considerably from Mr Evans’s, however.
He describes how the once “Buddhist
Kingdom” has been transformed into a
Marxist state—and how, somewhat iron-
ically, the ruling communist party has
turned the Buddhist sangha into a pliant
instrument of the new regime. The book
is detailed and informative, but it lacks
the kind of deeper analysis of Lao soci-
ety which Mr Evans provides. On the
other hand, Mr Stuart-Fox presents a re-
gional perspective which is missing in
Mr Evans’s book: how Laos, having lost
its East European mentors, is rapidly be-
ing integrated with the expanding
economies of Southeast Asia.

But, as Mr Stuart-Fox points out, “in-
creased national wealth can translate
into higher living standards and higher
levels of social spending for the entire
population—providing too much does
not fall into the hands of a selfish and
greedy elite, whose personal wealth
comes from selling off the nation’s re-
sources fo the highest briber.” That elite,
Mr Stuart-Fox argues, consists to a large
extent of children and other relatives of
the founders of the Marxist state who
now have acquired a taste for a life
quite different from that of their revolu-
tionary parents.

Together, these three new books on
Laos give the reader basically everything
he needs to know about the country to-
day. That each book presents a different
perspective and approach is in that con-
text only an asset.

—Bertil Lintner
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